
CLINICAL RESEARCH
Corre
Huma

Huma

Eman

12MG

13AD

Recei
Janua

Kidney
Effect of Sustained Clinical Remission
on the Risk of Lupus Flares and Impaired
Kidney Function in Patients With Lupus
Nephritis

Mariele Gatto1,2,12, Giulia Frontini3,12, Marta Calatroni4,5, Francesco Reggiani4,5,

Roberto Depascale2, Claudio Cruciani2, Silvana Quaglini6, Lucia Sacchi6, Barbara Trezzi7,8,

Grazia Dea Bonelli7,8, Vincenzo L’Imperio9, Augusto Vaglio10, Claudia Furlan11,

Margherita Zen2, Luca Iaccarino2, Renato Alberto Sinico4, Andrea Doria2,13 and

Gabriella Moroni4,5,13

1Academic Rheumatology Centre, Department of Clinical and Biological Sciences, University of Turin, Mauriziano Hospital,

Turin, Italy; 2Rheumatology Unit, Department of Medicine, University of Padua, Italy; 3Nephrology and Dialysis Unit, San Paolo

Hospital, Milan, Italy; 4Nephrology and Dialysis Division, IRCCS Humanitas Research Hospital, Rozzano, Milan, Italy;
5Department of Biomedical Sciences, Humanitas University, Milan, Italy; 6Department of Electrical, Computer and Biomedical

Engineering, University of Pavia, Italy; 7Department of Medicine and Surgery, University Milano Bicocca, Milan, Italy;
8Nephrology Unit, IRCCS Fondazione San Gerardo dei Tintori, Monza, Italy; 9Department of Medicine and Surgery, Pathology,

University Milano-Bicocca, IRCCS Fondazione San Gerardo dei Tintori, Monza, Italy; 10Nephrology and Dialysis Unit, Meyer

Children’s University Hospital, Florence, Italy; and 11Departiment of Statistical Sciences, University of Padova, Padova, Italy
Introduction: This retrospective study on patients with biopsy-proven lupus nephritis (LN) aimed to assess

the probability of sustained clinical remission (sCR) and to investigate sCR effects on disease flares and

impaired kidney function (IKF).

Methods: sCR was defined as clinical-Systemic Lupus Erythematosus Disease Activity Index 2000 (SLE-

DAI-2K) ¼ 0 and estimated glomerular filtration rate (eGFR) >60 ml/min per 1.73 m2 lasting $1 year; IKF:

eGFR <60 ml/min per 1.73 m2 for >3 months. We analyzed the probability of achieving and maintaining

sCR, and the yearly risk of flare. Cox models were used to identify predictors of sCR and IKF with variables

analyzed as time-dependent covariates when appropriate.

Results: Of 303 patients followed-up with for 14.8 (interquartile range: 9.8–22) years, 257 (84.8%) achieved

sCR. The probability of achieving sCR progressively increased over time reaching 90% at 15 years.

Baseline age (hazard ratio [HR]: 1.017; 95% confidence interval [CI]: 0.005–1.029; P ¼ 0.004), hydroxy-

chloroquine intake (HR: 1.385; 95% CI: 1.051–1.825; P ¼ 0.021), and absence of arterial hypertension (HR:

0.699; 95% CI: 0.532–0.921; P ¼ 0.011) were independent predictors of sCR. Among patients who achieved

sCR, 142 (55.3%) developed a lupus flare after a median time of 3.6 (2.3–5.9) years. In the remaining 115

patients, sCR persisted for 9.5 (5.8–14.5) years. The probability of sCR to persist at 15 years was 38%. SLE

flare risk decreased to 10%, 5%, and 2% in patients with sCR lasting <5, 5 to 10, and >10 years, respec-

tively. At the last observation, 57 patients (18.81%) had IKF. sCR achievement (HR: 0.18, P < 0.001) and its

duration (HR: 0.83, P < 0.001) were protective against IKF.

Conclusion: sCR is an achievable target in LN management and protects against IKF. The longer the sCR,

the higher the chance of its persistence and the lower the risk of SLE flares.
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L
N is a frequent manifestation of systemic lupus er-
ythematosus (SLE)1 occurring in up to 50% to 70%

of patients with SLE during disease course.2,3 Despite
improvement in overall and renal survival in the past
few decades,4-6 LN remains a severe manifestation,
leading to kidney failure in 5% to 10% of patients at 10
years.3,7 Renal flares are the strongest predictors of poor
prognosis8-13 because they are linked to an increased
1
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kidney damage, either due to disease activity or the need
for prolonged immunosuppression. Therefore, timely
diagnosis and achievement of stable renal remission are
required to preserve kidney function.14-19

The duration of remission influences the long-term
outcome in SLE. It has been reported that spending at
least 25% of the follow-up in remission improves patient
prognosis20 and a remission duration over 2 years was
associated with a significantly reduced mortality.21,22 In
an Italian SLE cohort of 224 Caucasian patients diagnosed
after 1990, a remission of 2 consecutive years was the
minimum effective duration of remission associatedwith
a significant decrease in damage progression.7,23,24

However, most observations concern extrarenal SLE
whereas data on LN are limited.25

In LN, the achievement of renal remission has been
shown to be protective on kidney function.15,19,26,27

However, few data assessed the effect of the duration
of clinical remission on the development of disease
flares and IKF in patients with LN. Moreover, solid data
about the predictors of sCR are lacking.

In this study, we assessed the probability, duration,
and predictors of sCR in a large multicenter cohort of
patients with SLE with LN followed-up with for a long
period of time, and the effects of sCR on renal and
extra-renal flares and IKF.
METHODS
Study Cohort

Patients older than 18 years with a biopsy-proven LN
were included in this retrospective cohort study.

Criteria for inclusion were as follows: (i) SLE classi-
fied according to American College of Rheumatology
criteria,28 (ii) biopsy-proven LN performed between
January 1980 and December 2016, (iii) a follow-up of at
least 5 years after the initiation of treatment for LN, and
(iv) at least 2 evaluations per year. Patients younger
than 18 years, those without kidney biopsy and those
requiring renal replacement therapy upon admission
were excluded from this study.

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of
Fondazione Ca’ Granda IRCCS Ospedale Maggiore Poli-
clinico di Milano, Italy (protocol number 505_2019bis)
and by the Ethics Committee of IRCCS Humanitas Roz-
zano, Milano, Italy (protocol code NEF0032023). All pa-
tients signed an informed consent for the scientific use of
their data that was anonymized. Patients or the public
were not involved in our research.

Patient Assessment

We considered as baseline the initiation of induction
therapy after kidney biopsy. By histologic examina-
tion, LN was classified according to the recent revision
2

of International Society of Nephrology/Renal Pathology
Society criteria.29,30

An electronic database was shared across the
participating centers to record the type of induction
and maintenance therapy, demographics, as well as
clinical and laboratory features at baseline, at each
clinical evaluation, and at last observation. All
compiled data were systematically and regularly eval-
uated. In cases of inconsistencies or missing informa-
tion, the centers were required to amend the data.
Disease activity was assessed by SLEDAI-2K.31

Definition of Kidney Variables or Events

sCR was defined as clinical-SLEDAI-2K ¼ 0 (which
includes proteinuria <0.5 g/24h and is irrespective of
serology) and eGFR >60 ml/min per 1.73 m2, persisting
for at least 1 year with or without glucocorticoids and/
or immunosuppressive therapy. eGFR was evaluated by
the Modification of Diet in Renal Disease formula and
proteinuria was measured by benzethonium chloride
on the urine collected over 24 hours expressed as g/24
hours.

SLEDAI-2K,31 an updated version of the original
SLEDAI,32 is the most popular global disease activity
index in SLE, both in clinical practice and research. It
measures disease activity within the last 30 days and
consists of 24 weighted clinical and serologic variables.
Disease activity can range from 0 to 105. Clinical
SLEDAI-2K considers only clinical activity without
serologic variables. SLEDAI and SLEDAI-2K have been
incorporated in SLE responder indexes as well as in the
definitions of remission and lowdisease activity.33 Acute
kidney damage: eGFR <60 ml/min per 1.73 m2 for <3
months, hematuria (urinary red blood cells >20/high
power field), and/or erythrocyte casts, proteinuria$0.5
g/d34; nephrotic syndrome: proteinuria$3.5 g/d, serum
albumin#3 g/dl; isolated urinary abnormalities: normal
renal function, proteinuria<3.5 g/d and$0.5 g/d and/or
microscopic hematuria; IKF: eGFR <60 ml/min per 1.73
m2 34 for at least 3 months; kidney failure: need of
chronic dialysis or eGFR<15ml/min per 1.73m2; arterial
hypertension: the mean of 3 consecutive measurements
of systolic blood pressure >140 mm Hg and/or diastolic
blood pressure>90 mmHg in sitting position; nephritic
flares: increase in serum creatinine of at least 30% over
the last value, associated with nephritic urinary sedi-
ment, with or without increased proteinuria8; protei-
nuric flares: increase in proteinuria withoutmodification
of serum creatinine of at least 2 g/24h if the previous
proteinuria was <3.5 g/24h, or doubling if previous
proteinuria was $3.5 g/24h;8 extrarenal flares were
defined according to revised Safety of Estrogens in
Lupus Erythematosus National Assessment-SLEDAI
criteria.35,36
Kidney International Reports (2024) -, -–-
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Damage was assessed by the Systemic Lupus Inter-
national Collaborating Clinics damage index (SDI) at
baseline and at the last observation. The SDI at the last
observation was calculated as the annual increase
rate.37
Table 1. Demographic, clinical, histologic, and therapeutic variables
in our cohort at baseline

Variable
All patients
N [ 303

Females, n (%) 252 (83.2)

Caucasians, n (%) 276 (91.1)

Age at SLE diagnosis, yr 25.1 (19.7–33.7)

Age at LN diagnosis, yr 28.5 (23.3–39.3)

Serum Creatinine, mg/dl 0.9 (0.7–1.2)

eGFR ml/min per 1.73 m2 82.2 (56–100.4)

Acute kidney damage, n (%) 64 (21.1)

Proteinuria, g/d 3.4 (1.9–5.4)

Proteinuria <3.5g/d, n (%) 155 (51.1)

Arterial hypertension, n (%) 127 (41.9)

C3, mg/dl 60 (45–75)

C4, mg/dl 9 (6–14)

Class II or V/III, IV or mixed, n (%) 62 (20.5) / 241 (79.5)

Activity index 6 (3–9)

Chronicity index 1 (0-3)

Methylprednisolone pulses induction, n (%) 237 (78.2)

Immunosuppressive therapy induction, n (%) 258 (85.1)

CYC/AZA/MMF/othersa, n (%) 156 (51.5)/ 23 (7.6)/
67 (22.1)/ 12 (3.9)

IS maintenance, n (%) 218 (71.9)

Hydroxychloroquine, n (%) 92 (30.4)

SDI 0 (0–0)

AZA, azathioprine; CYC, cyclophosphamide; IQR, interquartile range; IS, immunosup-
pressive therapy; LN, lupus nephritis; MMF, mycophenolate mofetil; n, number; sCR,
sustained clinical remission; SDI, SLICC-Damage Index; SLE, systemic lupus
erythematosus.
aOther immunosuppressors 5 Csa: Cyclosporine; 2 MTX: Methotrexate; 5 RTX: Rituximab.
Unless otherwise specified data are expressed as median and interquartile ranges.
Statistical Analysis

Continuous variables were expressed as median and
interquartile range, due to nonnormal distribution.
Comparison of continuous variables between groups
was carried out using nonparametric Mann-Whitney or
Kruskal Wallis H test for 2 or more independent sam-
ples, respectively. Chi-square test was used to compare
categorical or dichotomized variables among groups of
patients.

Time to sCR and probability of sCR were estimated
using Kaplan-Meier curves. From the Kaplan-Meier
estimate of sCR, the yearly risk of flare was also
derived. The difference between curves was evaluated
using the log-rank test.

To assess baseline predictors of sCR, baseline de-
mographic, clinical, histological, and therapeutic vari-
ables were tested using the Cox proportional hazard
model. Both univariable and multivariable analyses
were performed. Stepwise regression was used to assess
the variables that retained significance at multivariable
analysis.

Five Cox proportional hazard models were used to
assess the effect of sCR, its duration (in number of
years) and the type of flare, as time-dependent cova-
riates, on IKF occurrence. The models were controlled
both for sex and age at the baseline. Model 1 assessed
the effect of sCR, model 2 its duration (in years), and
model 3 both sCR and its duration. Model 4 investi-
gated more accurately, the effect of the duration of the
remission, by using a categorization of sCR duration in
4 intervals of years through quartiles: (min ¼ 0, Q1 ¼
0), [1, Q2 ¼ 2.72), (2.73, Q3 ¼ 7.42), and (7.43, max ¼
33.53) years. The significance of the covariate was
overall tested through a likelihood ratio test. The first
interval (degenerate in 0) represents the reference
category in the models and corresponds to the absence
of sCR. The second interval starts at 1 because the
shorter duration for an sCR corresponds to 1. Model 5
assessed the effect of the type of flare (proteinuric and
nephritic flare) on IKF occurrence. Extrarenal flares
were excluded from the analysis because only 1 patient
out of 37 with extrarenal flare developed IKF. P-values
were calculated with (jackknife-corrected) robust
standard errors. Proportional hazards assumption was
tested globally for each model, through tests based on
the scaled Schoenfeld residuals. The R statistical
package has been used for all the analyses.38
Kidney International Reports (2024) -, -–-
RESULTS
Patient Cohort at Baseline and Treatment

Three-hundred three patients were included in this
study; 83.2% were females and 91.1% were Caucasian.
Baseline demographics and clinical features are re-
ported in Table 1.

At LN onset, 21.2% of patients had acute kidney
damage, 41.2% had nephrotic syndrome, 37.6% had
isolated urinary abnormalities, and 41.9% had arterial
hypertension; notably, none of them had IKF.

At kidney biopsy, 241 patients (79.5%) had a pro-
liferative LN: 51 class III, 23 class IIIþV, 138 class IV,
29 class IVþV, 52 had pure membranous LN (class V),
and 10 class II LN.

At baseline, 267 patients (88.2%) had no chronic
damage (SDI ¼ 0), whereas 33 (11.8%) had a median
SDI of 1 (interquartile range: 1–1).

Initial treatment consisted of intravenous methyl-
prednisolone pulses for 3 subsequent days, followed by
prednisone 0.5 mg/kg/d for 4 weeks and then tapered
to 7.5 to 5 mg/d in 78% of patients. The remaining
22% of patients were treated with oral prednisone 1
mg/kg/d for 4 weeks and then the dosage was pro-
gressively tapered. In addition to prednisone, immu-
nosuppressive drugs were used in 85% of patients as
3



Figure 1. Probability of achieving sustained clinical remission (sCR) during the follow-up (a) in all patients (curve with 95% CI), (b) in patients
aged #40 or >40 years, (c) in patients who were or were not taking hydroxychloroquine at baseline, and (d) in patients with or without arterial
hypertension. Kaplan-Meier curves with log-rank test. Dashed lines represent 95% confidence interval. HCQ, hydroxycloroquine; Scr, sustained
clinical remission.
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induction therapy, and in 71.9% as maintenance
therapy.

Hydroxychloroquine was taken by one-third of pa-
tients at baseline. In Supplementary Table S1, the
initial treatment according to the different histological
classes are reported.

Achievement, Persistence, and Predictors of

sCR

Among the 303 patients included in the study, 257
(84.8%) achieved sCR after a median follow-up of 1.44
(0.69–3.58) years after the initiation of LN treatment
and 46 (15.2%) did not achieve sCR during a median
follow-up of 11.1 (8.4–17.4) years.

The probability of achieving sCR progressively
increased during the follow-up. The probabilities of
being in sCR at 1, 3, 5, 10, and 15 years were 40%,
60%, 70%, 80%, and 90%, respectively (Figure 1a).

Among the clinical and demographic features at the
time of kidney biopsy, age (HR: 1.017; 95% CI: 1.005–
1.029; P ¼ 0.004), hydroxychloroquine use (HR:
1.385; 95% CI: 1.051–1.825; P ¼ 0.021), and arterial
hypertension (HR: 0.699; 95% CI: 0.532–0.921;
4

P ¼ 0.011) emerged as independent predictors of sCR
at Cox multivariable analysis (Figure 1b–d) and
Table 2. In figure 1b, we considered the threshold of
40 years, corresponding to the 75th percentile of the
age distribution, because it well depicts the difference
between the 2 curves in the graph. We tested the ef-
fect of different medications as predictors of sCR,
including methylprednisolone pulses, cyclophospha-
mide, azathioprine, and mycophenolate mofetil
(Supplementary Table S2). Mycophenolate mofetil was
associated with sCR in a univariable analysis
(HR:1.396; 95% CI: 1.039–1.874; P ¼ 0.027); however,
none of the drugs independently predicted sCR in a
multivariable analysis.

Among 257 patients who achieved sCR, 115 (44.7%)
maintained it until the end of follow-up of 9.5 (5.8–
14.5) years. In this group, glucocorticoids and immu-
nosuppressants were withdrawn in 71 (61.7%) and in
49 (42.6%) patients, respectively. The median time
spent on glucocorticoid-free or immunosuppressant-
free sCR were 36.5 (0–59) months and 43.5 (0–75.3)
months, respectively. These data are summarized in
Supplementary Table S3.
Kidney International Reports (2024) -, -–-



Table 2. Demographic, clinical, and histological features at time of kidney biopsy which predicted sCR by Cox proportional hazard model

Variable

Univariable analysis Multivariable analysis

HR CI P HR CI P

Age (yr) 1.015 1.004–1.026 0.006 1.017 1.005–1.029 0.004

Arterial hypertension 0.694 0.566–0.824 0.005 0.699 0.532–0.921 0.011

Hydroxychloroquine 2.776 2.306–3.250 0.030 1.385 1.051–1.825 0.021

Proteinuria >5 g/d 0.776 0.561–0.989 0.049 - - -

Proliferative LN 1.314 0.918–1.709 0.071 - - -

Mycophenolate ind. 1.396 1.039–1.874 0.027 - - -

CI, confidence interval; HR, hazard ratio; LN, lupus nephritis; mycophenolate ind., induction therapy; sCR, sustained clinical remission.
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The probabilities of sCR to persist at 5, 10, and
15 years were 63%, 47%, and 38%, respectively.
After the 15th year of remission, the curve of
probability of maintaining sCR reached a plateau
(Figure 2a).

SLE Flares

In the other 142 of 257 (55.2%) patients, sCR was inter-
rupted after a median of 3.6 (2.3–5.9) years due to the
onset of SLE flares, as calculated by the Kaplan-Meier
estimate. One-hundred seventy-four flares occurred
over a median follow-up of 17.8 (13.3–24.2) years, cor-
responding to an annual flare rate of 0.067 flare/patient/
yr. Among these patients, 37 (26.1%) developed extra-
renal flares, whereas 105 (73.9%) experienced renal
flares (16 nephritic and 89 proteinuric).

After treatment of SLE flares, 52 of 142 (36.6%)
patients no longer achieved sCR (Figure 3). The other
90 patients (63.4%) achieved sCR again: 58 patients
maintained sCR until the end of follow-up, the other 32
developed SLE flares again (Figure 3).

The risk of flare was 10% when the sCR lasted less
than 5 years, it decreased to 5% between 5 and 10
years of sCR, and to 2% between 10 and 15 years of
sCR (Figure 2b), suggesting that the longer the sCR, the
lower the flare risk.

Withdrawal of glucocorticoids and immunosup-
pressive drugs was less frequent in patients who
Figure 2. (a) Probability of maintaining sCR, (b) Annual flare rate from the i
Kaplan Meier curves. Dashed lines represent 95%CI. sCR, sustained clini
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experienced flares compared to those who maintained
sCR (37/142 [26.1%] vs. 71/115 [61.7%], and 27/142
[19.0%] vs. 49/115 [42.6%]; P < 0.0001 for both).

The percentage of follow-up spent on treatment-
free sCR was significantly shorter in patients who
developed flares compared to those who did not
develop flares: (0 [0–37.4] vs. 49.2 [0–79.7]) for glu-
cocorticoids and (19.9 [0–100] vs 61.9 [0–100])
for immunosuppressants. Data are shown in
Supplementary Table S3.

Overall, SLE flares occurred in 37 out of 108 pa-
tients (34.2%) who stopped glucocorticoids and in
105 out of 139 patients (75.5%) who never stopped
glucocorticoids.

IKF and Chronic Damage

At the last observation, 57 patients (18.81%) had IKF,
16 of them (28.1%) progressed to kidney failure and 2
other patients died after IKF development.

Patients who achieved sCR (model 1) were 82% less
likely (HR: 0.18; [HR-1]100 ¼ -82; P < 0.001) to
develop IKF compared with patients who did not
(Table 3). The duration of sCR was a significantly
protective factor as well (HR: 0.830; P < 0.001): the
probability of IKF was 17% lower in patients with an
additional year of sCR (model 2). In model 3, where
both sCR and its duration were included, the duration
maintained the protective effect (HR: 0.837; P < 0.001),
nitiation of sCR (every dot depicts flare number in exposed patients).
cal remission.

5



Figure 3. Diagram of the whole patient cohort. FU, follow-up; IKF, impaired kidney function; LN, lupus nephritis; sCR, sustained clinical
remission.
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whereas sCR did not (HR: 0.875; P > 0.10). In model 4,
the duration of sCR was also confirmed to have a pro-
tective effect on IKF (overall significance level: P <
0.001); indeed, as the duration increased the probabil-
ity of IKF decreased (HR: 0.631, 0.300, 0.091). Notably,
Table 3. Results of the Cox proportional hazard models for IKF (controlled
and type of flare as time-dependent covariates
Variable Model 1 Model 2

Covariate HR HR

sCR 0.180c

(0.087–0.375)

Duration (yr) 0.830c

(0.780–0.882)

Duration (intervals)

(1–2.72) vs. 0 yr

(2.73–7.42) vs. 0 yr

(7.43–33.53) vs. 0 yr

Type of Flare

proteinuric vs. nephritic

HR, hazard ratio; sCR, sustained clinical remission.
Significance level: P < 0.1.
a
P < 0.1.
bP < 0.01.
cP < 0.001.
95% confidence intervals of the HR are in parentheses.
Proportional hazard assumption was globally met (P > 0.05) in each model.

6

the probability of IKF decreased by 36.9%, 70%, and
90.9% in patients with a sCR duration between 1 and
2.72, between 2.73 and 7.42, and between 7.43 and
39.53 years, respectively, as compared to patients who
never achieved a remission.
for sex and age at the baseline) with sCR, duration of the remission

Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

HR HR HR

0.875a

(0.412–1.856)

0.837c

(0.792–0.884)

0.631a

(0.270–1.476)

0.300b

(0.128–0.683)

0.091c

(0.039–0.215)

0.299c

(0.137–0.649)

Kidney International Reports (2024) -, -–-
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In model 5, the type of flare was a significant pre-
dictor (HR: 0.299, [HR-1]100 ¼ �70.1; P < 0.001] of
IKF. Patients who developed a proteinuric flare were
70.1% less likely to develop IKF than patients who
developed a nephritic flare (Table 3). On the other
hand, patients who developed a nephritic flare were
235% more likely to develop IKF than patients who
developed a proteinuric flare (1/HR: 3.35: [1/HR-1]
100 ¼ 235].

At the last observation, patients who did not achieve
sCR had the highest SDI increase per year in compari-
son to those who achieved sCR (0.14 [0.05–0.27] vs.
0.04 [0–0.11]; P ¼ 0.0001).

The annual SDI increase was similar in patients
experiencing renal or extrarenal flares (median annual
SDI increase: þ0.1 [0–0.1] vs. þ0.1 [0–0.1]; P ¼ 0.6).
Among renal flares, nephritic flares were associated
with a higher increase in SDI/yr in comparison to
proteinuric flares (þ0.10 [0.07–0.19] vs þ0.09 [0.06–
0.07]; P ¼ 0.00007).
DISCUSSION
In this large Italian LN cohort study, we explored the
probability of achieving and maintaining sCR, and its
effect on the risk of SLE flares and IKF. Over 80% of
patients with LN achieved at least 1 year of sCR and the
median duration of sCR was >5 years. The probability
of achieving sCR progressively increased during
follow-up, reaching 90% at 15 years. Older age, treat-
ment with hydroxychloroquine, and absence of arterial
hypertension increased the probability of sCR. In
keeping with our results, previous studies22,39 outlined
that older age and use of hydroxychloroquine were
independent predictors of remission in SLE. It is well
known that LN has a more severe course in young
patients, and our data show that for them it is more
difficult to achieve sCR, suggesting the need for a closer
monitoring of young patients from the beginning of the
disease.40 According to the European League Against
Rheumatism/European Dialysis and Transplant Asso-
ciation recommendations,5 hydroxychloroquine should
be used in any patients with SLE unless contra-
indicated, and our results reinforce this statement. The
deleterious effect of elevated blood pressure is not
unexpected, because arterial hypertension is a well-
known predictor of poor renal survival,41 damage
accrual,42,43 and mortality44 among patients with SLE.
Accordingly, it is crucial to achieve and maintain
normal values of blood pressure during the follow-up.

Among the different medications used for LN, none
emerged as independent predictor of sCR in our cohort.
However, medications and treatment strategies under-
went significant changes since initial inclusion of
Kidney International Reports (2024) -, -–-
patients in this cohort, dating back to 1980, which may
have blurred the effect of single drugs on the
achievement of sCR.

The median time to achieve sCR in our cohort was
about 1.5 years; however, the probability of reaching
sCR progressively increased along the follow-up, sug-
gesting that a long-term treatment is necessary to
achieve remission in LN.45 The longer the duration of
sCR, the lower the risk of SLE flares, flattening to 2%
after 10 years of sCR. On the other hand, the failure to
achieve sCR was associated with an increase in IKF
development.

The achievement of sCR, used as a time-dependent
covariate, was observed to be highly protective in
preventing IKF. Patients who achieved sCR were 82%
less likely to develop IKF than those who never ach-
ieved sCR. The higher the number of years spent in
sCR, the lower the probability of IKF development.

Of the 257 patients who achieved sCR, 115 patients
(37.9%) maintained sCR during the whole follow-up
period. After the induction therapy, these patients
rapidly achieved sCR, which persisted up to 13.2 years.
Thanks to such a prolonged sCR, glucocorticoids and
immunosuppressive agents could be withdrawn in up
to 60% of patients. The remaining 142 patients (46.9%)
had their sCR interrupted after about 3 years due to
SLE flare and only a minority of them were able to
withdraw glucocorticoids and immunosuppressive
agents.

Notably, using flare as a time-dependent variable,
we found that a patient who developed a nephritic flare
was 3.35 as likely to develop IKF than a patient who
had a proteinuric flare. This is in keeping with previ-
ous observations.46,47 Moreover, patients who devel-
oped nephritic flares had a higher increase in chronic
damage compared to those who developed proteinuric
flares. Conversely, extrarenal flares had virtually no
effect on kidney function; however, the SDI increase
was similar in patients who developed renal and
extrarenal flares.

Our results highlight the value not only of
achieving16,48 but also of maintaining longer sCR to
avoid kidney damage.49 Indeed, in an Italian cohort of
187 patients with LN, a remission lasting at least 40%
of the follow-up period protected against chronic
damage accrual, in particular kidney damage.44 Simi-
larly, Pakchotanon et al.25 evaluated sustained renal
remission in a large cohort of patients with LN, defined
as proteinuria <0.5 g/d and inactive urinary sediment,
without considering serum creatinine or eGFR and the
duration of remission. The diagnosis of LN was per-
formed with kidney biopsy in only 70% of patients
and one-third of them had class II LN. Renal remission
was achieved by 78.6% of patients and 38% of them
7
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had a remission duration of at least 5 years. In com-
parison to patients with a remission shorter than 5
years, those with longer remission developed signifi-
cantly less frequently kidney failure and IKF, which
parallels our results. To the best of our knowledge, no
other studies evaluated the relationship between
persistence of remission and preservation of kidney
function in patients with LN,50,51 and no data on the
relationship between the duration of sCR and the risk
of disease flares are available to date.

Our data document for the first time that the risk of
flares decreased over time along with the increased
probability of maintaining a sCR, and that the
achievement and the number of years spent in sCR
were protective against IKF. After the 15th year, the
curve of the probability of maintaining remission
reached a plateau, suggesting that after that timepoint,
remission might persist.

Our paper has some limitations. Because data were
collected from a real-world LN cohort, treatment,
time to data collection, and duration of follow-up
were not standardized and the indication to discon-
tinuation of glucocorticoids and immunosuppressants
was based on clinical judgement. Most of our patients
are Caucasians, thus limiting the generalizability of
our results. Finally, because the follow-up of patients
who achieved sCR was longer than that of those who
never achieved sCR, we cannot exclude a later
achievement of sCR in this group of patients. How-
ever, the remarkably long follow-up of our cohort
can mitigate the bias due to the censored nature of
the data.

In summary, sCR is an achievable goal and should be
pursued as the main target in the management of LN.
The failure to achieve sCR or the development of renal
flares, and in particular nephritic flares, are strongly
associated with the risk of IKF development.
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